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On Nov. 15 a 93-member congressional committee drafting Brazil's new constitution recommended
by a 48 to 45 vote that presidential terms be limited to four years, thereby advocating the end of
President Jose Sarney's term of office in 1988. The recommendation will be voted on by the 559
members of the two houses of the National Assembly at a joint session constitutional convention,
which is to take place within the next two months. If the committee's presidential term article is
adopted at the convention, direct elections for president would take place next year, marking the
first such elections in Brazil since 1960. Last Wednesday, Sarney declared that anyone who voted
for less than a five-year term would be considered a personal enemy. President of the constituent
assembly, the Chamber of Deputies, and of the congressional majority Brazilian Democratic
Movement Party (PMDB), Ulysses Guimaraes, said the president's comment was "incorrect." He
added that if he were president, "I would never make such a statement." Sarney, 57, is a former
governor of the northeastern state of Maranhao, and was a member of the military regime's party,
ARENA. He assumed the presidency in 1985 when Tancredo Neves, who had been confirmed by
an electoral college to lead the transition to civilian democratic government, died before taking
office. Sarney had been confirmed as vice president. Another decision adopted by the congressional
committee earlier this month for a new form of government was also over Sarney's opposition. The
committee voted to install a parliamentary system, thereby replacing Brazil's traditional presidential
system. In the parliamentary form, a prime minister representing a congressional majority would
exercise real executive power alongside an elected president. PMDB leaders Guimaraes and Jose
Richa, and Liberal Front leader Aureliano Chaves told reporters last week that the length of the
presidential term is of secondary importance compared with outcome of constitutional convention
voting on the form of government. The beleaguered Sarney does not control the PMDB nor its
smaller more conservative partner in the ruling coalition, the Liberal Front. The constitution drafting
process was initiated nine months ago as a vehicle for consolidating democracy after 21 years of
military rule. For the first time in Brazilian history, politicians chose to create a constitution in
the public eye, rather than behind closed doors. Eight commissions and 24 subcommissions were
established to write specific sections of a constitutional draft. Their work was then debated and
rewritten by the 93-member "systematization" committee. In the context of an economy, social
class system, and state bureaucracy (at all levels) that has not changed, the process has become
another terrain for struggle among traditional and more recently formed interest groups. Issues and
problems that have polarized Brazilian politics for decades have been incorporated into the draft
thus far approved by the systematization committee. They include the strengthening of agrarian
reform law, nationalization of mining activities, and petroleum product and alcohol fuel distribution,
and labor legislation which would provide greater job security, shorter work weeks and longer
maternity leaves. These and other articles have caused a great deal of consternation in Brazilian
business circles and among the country's large landowners. Over 300 congresspersons described as
rightwing or centrist calling themselves the "Big Center" , demand the right to revise the final draft.
[See "Brazilian Business Leaders Oppose `Nationalist' & `Anti-Business' Nature of New Constitution
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Draft," LADC 11/12/87.] (Basic data from PRENSA LATINA, 11/12/87; WASHINGTON POST,
11/16/87)
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